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Background: Listservs offer the potential for participants to engage in a
"virtual conference" with experts and colleagues from around the
world. However, little research has been done to study the use and
effectiveness of this means of communication. Methods: In April 1995,
an electronic survey of MEDLIB-L subscribers was conducted to
determine demographic characteristics and uses of the listserv. Results:
Respondents worked predominately at academic institutions (45%) as
members of large staffs (44%) in the United States (82%). The majority
had worked as health information professionals for more than ten
years. Nearly 90% of respondents read MEDLIB-L at work and most
spent fewer than three hours per week doing this. More than half of
the respondents read 41% to 100% of the messages distributed by the
list, with fewer than 20% reading 91% to 100% of the messages.
Respondents reported initiating and responding to reference questions
and product information with greatest frequency. There was no
relationship between years of experience in the profession and
participation in listserv activities except in the category of posting
information. Conclusions: This study describes communication activities
on MEDLIB-L and the extent of subscriber participation in these
activities.

INTRODUCTION

Electronic networks are considered to be increasingly
important in facilitating communication among people
and organizations. Individuals, businesses, education-
al institutions, and governmental organizations use the
Internet and other electronic networks to communicate
locally, nationally, and internationally. The growing
use of this technology has led some to speculate that
electronic networks will fundamentally change com-

munication and may replace more traditional means
such as the telephone and print media. The Internet
has been heralded as the "ultimate democratizer,"
with the potential to bring every scholar and citizen
within the reach of each other and the world's infor-
mation resources [1].
Among the applications available on the Internet,

the literature consistently reports that electronic mail
(e-mail) is the most widely used function. In October
1995, it was estimated that there were more than thirty
million e-mail accounts worldwide [2]. While e-mail is
usually defined as a mechanism for one-to-one corre-
spondence (or one-to-few), there is a related type of
electronic communiication that facilitates the commu-
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nication of one-to-many. Electronic mailing lists such
as listserv lists, mail reflectors, and USENET news-
groups, using various types of software, provide a
venue for multiple users to communicate with each
other over extended periods of time. In the case of
listserv lists, usually referred to simply as "listservs,"
online discussion groups are maintained by listserv
software that resides on a host computer at a spon-
soring organization. Participants send messages to a
central address and the listserv software then distrib-
utes the messages to each subscriber of the list. Mes-
sages can be sent to thousands of participants. These
discussion groups are often topical in nature (e.g.,
CHEMINF-L is for the discussion of chemical infor-
mation) although numerous lists are maintained by or-
ganizations (e.g., ASIS-L for the American Society for
Information Science) or by self-identified groups (e.g.,
MEDLIB-L for medical information specialists). A cat-
alog of electronic mailing lists on the World Wide Web
(http://www.liszt.com) that boasts the "world's larg-
est directory of mailing lists" reported 35,158 mailing
lists from 989 sites in the April 14, 1996 update.
The potential benefits of online discussion groups

exceed those of the more limited one-to-one corre-
spondence of e-mail. Participants can use electronic
discussion groups to keep abreast of new issues, dis-
cuss ideas, obtain answers from experts, and provide
answers to others [3]. One need not identify and locate
an expert or group of individuals with related inter-
ests; one simply sends a message to an appropriate list
and presumably the experts and colleagues will re-
spond. Akin to traditional conferences, the "virtual"
conference allows participants to discuss ideas and
query others, but, unlike face-to-face meetings, these
exchanges do not oblige participants to take a day or
more away from the job or expend funds for travel. In
addition, participants in electronic conferences may
post and answer questions and participate in discus-
sions regardless of geographical location and social
status (e.g., educational level, physical disability)-fac-
tors which have sometimes prevented certain individ-
uals from participating in conferences and other types
of informal networks. There are, however, some poten-
tial problems with this form of communication. For
example, the level of competence of respondents is of-
ten difficult to determine. In addition, as will be seen
later in this paper, the volume of messages may be
high when participating in one or multiple listservs.

Other than discussing the potential benefits of elec-
tronic conferences and knowing that a great number
of these discussion lists exist, little has been done to
assess the effect of electronic discussion groups on
users or their employing organizations. Who uses
listservs and what do they use them for? Are listservs
functioning to bring novices in touch with experts?
How much time is spent participating in online con-
ferences? What is the effect of this participation on em-

ploying organizations? The present study provides in-
sight into these and other questions through a descrip-
tion and analysis of use and users of MEDLIB-L (med-
lib-l@listserv.acsu.buffalo.edu), a listserv discussion
group for health information specialists that is cur-
rently managed by the Medical Library Association.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The efficacy of and user satisfaction with one-to-one
or one-to-few e-mail communication has been de-
scribed in many disciplines. Examples of such studies
have been conducted in medicine [4, 5], science [6],
education [7], business [8], and librarianship [9]. Al-
though reports indicate that e-mail is used primarily
for personal communications, it is also described as a
tool for teaching in medicine and related disciplines
[10, 11] and continuing education in nursing [12] and
librarianship [13]. Hospitals use e-mail systems to
alert clinicians to the status of patients, providing in-
formation about admissions, clinical conditions, and
other important developments [14]. Neill examined the
usefulness of e-mail for patient-physician communi-
cation and found that it was perceived to be good for
simple and non-urgent problems such as refilling pre-
scriptions and making appointments [15]. Steinfield's
study of e-mail use at Xerox Corporation showed that
it had a beneficial impact on work effectiveness, on
inculcating organizational values, and in developing a
sense of workplace community [16]. The literature is
rife with anecdotal endorsements of e-mail's ability to
promote personal and organizational efficiency by
eliminating "phone tag" and reducing paperwork [17].
Messages can be sent regardless of distance, time, or
location of the sender and recipient. For certain groups
the ability to store messages and respond at a later
time is a critical measure of the usefulness of the me-
dium. A letter to the editor of an anesthesiology jour-
nal illustrates this point. The authors note, "E-mail is
especially useful for physicians who have OR or ICU
responsibilities because they often cannot accept and
answer messages in real time" [18]. In addition, sys-
tematic surveys of users indicate a general acceptance
and satisfaction with the medium. Surveys of e-mail
users at several major hospitals revealed that e-mail is
heavily used and that satisfaction is high [19, 20]. A
survey of librarians on their use and satisfaction with
e-mail had a similar finding [21].

Evaluations of the use and usefulness of electronic
conferences are available in a number of disciplines.
Montgomery and Keenan describe a computerized
bulletin board system at the Medical College of Penn-
sylvania and Hahneman University that stores and or-
ganizes messages from listservs [22]. The service is re-
ported to be popular and heavily used by faculty and
staff. Woodward and Zolet reported on a computer-
ized bulletin board system for medical residents to
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exchange information. The conference-type electronic
mail was the most popular use of this system [23].
Roiger provides an account of a discussion list for un-
dergraduate communications majors at the University
of Arkansas [24]. Initially a forum for discussion, the
list eventually provided (1) a place to practice com-
munication skills, (2) a source of communal fellowship,
(3) a source of information to aid scholastic and career
endeavors, and (4) a gender-neutral peer network. Ber-
man studied patterns of participation in two social
work listservs [25]. An interesting finding of this study
was that the discussions, which were predominately
"discussions of issues," were dominated by a small
percentage of the participants, who were mainly aca-
demicians rather than practitioners. Similarly, Burton
describes a study of an electronic mailing list that was
dominated by academics [26]. He also notes that rel-
atively few subscribers accounted for the majority of
the participation in the discussions. Brown performed
a content analysis of messages on two library-oriented
listservs and developed a taxonomy of queries and re-
sponses [27]. Rosenbaum and Snyder investigated the
emerging norms of computer conferences in a content
analysis of messages from seven listservs [28].
The potential influence of electronic conferences on

communication may be great. As noted above, taking
part in an electronic conference could remove certain
barriers that have traditionally hindered participation
in conferences (i.e., geographic isolation and social sta-
tus). In examining the literature on the significance of
traditional conferences and informal information net-
works to communication processes in a discipline, the
importance of the ability to remove these barriers be-
comes apparent. Studies of scientists [29] and physi-
cians [30] have shown that personal collections and
informal networks of colleagues, sometimes called the
"invisible college," are crucial forms of information ex-
change within a discipline or sub-discipline. Gaining
access to the "college" or other collegial groups can
be impeded by any number of attributes of the poten-
tial participants. For example, Cronin noted that youn-
ger researchers or those in less prestigious institutions
may find it difficult to penetrate collegial networks
[31]. A University of Maryland chemist, Thomas
O'Haver, Ph.D., conveyed a comment from a deaf par-
ticipant in an electronic conference who noted that this
was the first conference in which she felt she could
fully participate [32]. That the electronic conference al-
lows access by any individualt with a computer and

t It should be noted that not all listservs allow anyone to subscribe.
Some listservs require that subscribers belong to a certain organi-
zation or have appropriate credentials. For example, POLICE-L (lis-
tserv@cunyvm.cuny.edu) is a listserv for police officers that is open
only to sworn law enforcement officers, including retired, reserve,
and auxiliary officers. Potential subscribers are warned that sub-
scription requests are subject to employment status verification.

an Internet connection to many "invisible colleges"
suggests that these conferences may have a profound
effect on communication. While a listserv does not
provide complete anonymity, it can be difficult or im-
possible to know whether, for example, the poster is a
graduate student, distinguished faculty member, or
physically challenged person. It is important to note
that while such anonymity may be useful for some
individuals to gain access to the larger group, it may
make it difficult to determine the validity of a re-
sponse and the competence of the respondent.

METHODS

In April 1995, an electronic questionnaire was de-
signed to gather information about the demographics
and listserv activities of MEDLIB-L subscribers. MED-
LIB-L was begun in January 1991 by Nancy Start at
the Health Sciences Library, State University of New
York at Buffalo as an unmoderated discussion list for
health information professionals. The list is currently
managed by the Medical Library Association. One
open-ended question and nine objective questions
were developed. The questionnaire was designed to be
distributed over e-mail and was formatted to fit an
eighty-character screen. The questionnaire was pilot
tested on a physician, two library school students, and
two professional librarians. A final version of the ques-
tionnaire can be found in the appendix.

After comments from the pilot test were analyzed
and adjustments made to the questionnaire, it was dis-
tributed to selected members of the list. A list of sub-
scribers was obtained by using the review-listserv
command (rev medlib-l). At the time of this study
there were 2,670 non-concealed subscribers, 28 con-
cealed subscribers, and 8 non-concealed local node
users. A random systematic sample of 335 subscribers
was selected to receive the questionnaire. In cases
where it was obvious that two names were the same,
(e.g., nking@wam.umd.edu and Natalie-King@
umail.umd.edu), only one occurrence of the name was
used. A short batch program was written to rapidly
distribute all questionnaires at once. Each question-
naire was sent individually and recipients were not
aware of the identities of others who received the sur-
vey. Thirty-six hours after the initial mailing, thirty-
five messages had been returned automatically by
mail systems for having bad addresses. In cases where
another e-mail address for that person could be found
on the subscriber list, a copy of the questionnaire was
mailed to the second address. In addition, another
random sample of addresses was chosen to ensure that
335 subscribers were successfully reached via e-mail.
An introduction to the questionnaire explained the

purpose of the study and asked recipients to complete
and return the survey either electronically or through
postal mail. Strict confidentiality was guaranteed to all
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respondents. A deadline was given of approximately
two weeks after the initial distribution. At that dead-
line, recipients of the questionnaire who had not yet
responded were sent a second message and copy of
the questionnaire. Responses were coded into categor-
ical observations for statistical analyses. Statistical
analyses were performed with Statistical Analysis Sys-
tem (SAS).
The daily listserv traffic (number of messages re-

ceived by a subscriber) for each day during a random-
ly selected week in each month of 1995 was also de-
termined.

RESULTS

A total of 149 questionnaires were returned through
the original and follow-up mailings, yielding a re-
sponse rate of 44%. The majority of respondents
(84.6%) returned the questionnaires electronically.
During the pilot test, an interesting circumstance was
noted in that one of the librarians who was asked to
assist in the pilot was surprised to find that she was
listed as a member of the group, as she believed that
she had "unsubscribed" approximately one year be-
fore the study. As a result of this incident, the first
question posed to recipients of the questionnaire was
whether or not they believed they were MEDLIB-L
subscribers. Twenty-one questionnaires were returned
by recipients who believed themselves no longer to be
MEDLIB-L subscribers. Their surveys were not consid-
ered further, leaving a total of 128 usable question-
naires and an adjusted response rate of 38%.
Demographic information about participants was

collected in areas of organizational affiliation, primary
occupation, number of professional staff at the insti-
tution, years of experience, and country of employ-
ment. With regard to organizational affiliation, 45% of
respondents were employed at academic institutions,
19% at hospitals (including Veterans Administration),
10% in health sciences information centers, 13.5% in
other libraries, and 2.4% in other health sciences in-
stitutions. The remainder (9.5%) classed themselves in
organizations such as database vendors, other govern-
mental organizations, library schools, insurance com-
panies, and health maintenance organizations.
When asked the number of professional staff at their

institutions, 44.4% of respondents indicated working
at institutions with more than five professional staff,
35.2% were at institutions with one to five professional
staff, and the remainder were employed in solo posi-
tions (20.4%). 83.1% listed their primary occupation as
professional, 4.8% identified themselves as staff, 2.4%
as other health professionals and 9.7% listed them-
selves in the "other" category. Such "other" occupa-
tions included accounts manager, library school stu-
dent and faculty, quality assurance analyst, and sys-
tems operator.

The question on years of experience revealed that
the majority (58.5%) had been in the field of medical
librarianship for more than ten years. A length of ex-
perience between five and ten years was reported by
20.3% of respondents, 14.6% responded that they had
between two and five years' experience in the field,
and only 6.5% responded that they had fewer than two
years' experience. Respondents were predominately
employed in the United States (81.7%), followed by
Canada (6.3%), Australia (2.4%), Great Britain (1.6%)
and other (7.9%).
Another series of questions concerned the length of

time users had subscribed to MEDLIB-L and whether
they used listserv features such as unsubscribing, set-
ting the software to "nomail," and receiving MED-
LIB-L in the digest mode. Unsubscribing is defined as
removing a recipient's address from the mailing list.
Setting nomail is a listserv command that allows the
recipient to temporarily stop receiving mail from that
list. The digest mode, which is not available to all
users, allows a subscriber to receive all messages from
one day in a single message rather than many indi-
vidual messages. Sixty-six percent of the respondents
indicated that they had subscribed to MEDLIB-L for
more than one year. Nearly three quarters (72.1%) had
been continuously subscribed, although 64.8% indicat-
ed that they had at some time set the list to nomail.
At the time of the survey, 31% of respondents indicat-
ed that they were currently set to nomail. Digests were
received by 21.7% of respondents.
Another group of questions concerned the length of

time that subscribers spent reading and participating
in the listserv. In the first of these questions, subscrib-
ers were asked to estimate the percent of MEDLIB-L
items that they read. Of the respondents, 9.4% report-
ed reading 10% or fewer of the messages, 26% read
11% to 40% of messages, 24.4% read 41% to 60%,
23.6% read 61% to 90%, and 16.5% read 91% to 100%.
In a second question, subscribers were asked to esti-
mate the length of time per week spent at home and
at work participating in the listserv. Of the 128 re-
spondents, 37.5% indicated that they spent time on
MEDLIB-L at home and 89.8% indicated that they
spent time on MEDLIB-L at work. Because there was
also interest in whether the number of messages that
respondents estimated that they read corresponded
with the length of time spent reading and participat-
ing in MEDLIB-L at work and at home, a cross-tabu-
lation between these variables was performed (Figure
1). The average number of messages received per day
by a MEDLIB-L subscriber in 1995 was fifty on week-
days and twelve on Saturday and Sunday.
When queried about their participation in other lis-

tservs, nearly one quarter (24.6%) indicated that they
subscribed to more than five other listservs. Nearly
half (43.7%) indicated that they subscribed to between
three and five additional lists, and 21.4% indicated
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Figure 1
Relationship between the percentage of messages read and the
number of hours per week spent on MEDLIB-L
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Table 1
Percent of MEDLIB-L subscribers indicating the frequency with
which they participate in various types of communication on the list-
serv

Once per
Less than month to More than
once per once per once per

Never month week week

Ask questions 41.5 56.1 1.6 0.8
Answer questions 20.6 68.5 9.5 1.6
Initiate discussion 75.0 24.1 0.9 0.0
Reply to discussion 50.4 42.9 6.7 0.0
Post information 58.1 39.3 2.6 0.0

The Cronbach coefficients for questions on initiating
activities and responding were 0.61 and 0.53, respec-

91-100% tively.
Because we were interested in the extent to which

experience in the profession correlated with listserv
participation, a chi-square analysis of these variables
was performed. In the original questionnaire, partici-
pants were asked the frequency (never, monthly, week-
ly and more than once per week; see Table 1) with
which they asked and answered questions, initiated
and replied to discussions, and posted information to
the listserv. Because few respondents indicated partic-
ipating at the higher frequencies, the data was col-
lapsed into two responses, "never" and any partici-
pation regardless of frequency (Table 2). The only sig-
nificant difference noted by the chi-square analysis
was in the category of posting information (X2 = 7.374,
p < 0.025).

Approximately one-third of the respondents provid-
ed additional comments about their utilization of
MEDLIB-L in the open-ended question. While some

0-10% 11-40% 41-60% 61-90%
Percent of Messages Read

91-100%

Figure 2
Percent of MEDLIB-L subscribers who have initiated or responded
to specific types of communication on the listserv

that they participated in one or two additional lists.
Only 10.3% did not subscribe to any other discussion
list.

Recipients of the questionnaire were also asked to
estimate the frequency and extent to which they par-
ticipated in MEDLIB-L activities. In the first series of
questions on this subject, subscribers were asked to
give a general estimate of how often they asked and
answered questions, initiated and responded to dis-
cussions, and posted information (Table 1). A corre-
lation analysis of responses to these questions yielded
a Cronbach coefficient alpha for standardized vari-
ables of 0.76, indicating a satisfactory level of reli-
ability among the questions. Respondents were then
given a list of specific types of participation and were

asked to indicate whether they had ever initiated or

responded to specific activities on the listserv (Figure 2).
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Table 2
Relationship between participation in various listserv activities and
years of experience in the profession*

Years of experience in the profession

<5 years 5-10 years >10 years

Ask questions 69.2 47.8 59.2
Answer questions 84.6 66.7 84.7
Initiate discussion 24.0 13.0 29.2
Reply to discussion 40.0 54.6 52.2
Post information 25.0 30.4 72.9

*The values represent the percentage of respondents who have ever partici-
pated in that activity regardless of frequency. A chi-square analysis indicated
that the only significant differences were in posting information.

participants found the listserv to be an excellent re-
source for information on professional issues and
problems, others complained of "needless chatter" and
"irrelevant material" such as items on duplicate jour-
nals and interlibrary loan (ILL) requests. Several very
specific uses of the listserv were identified in this sec-
tion, including being alerted to useful sites on the In-
ternet and scanning the list only for job advertise-
ments. A few respondents used this question as an
opportunity to complain of local technical and equip-
ment problems that prevented easy use of the listserv.

DISCUSSION

In a 1994 opinion paper, McClure expresses a need for
research on the impact of networking on academic in-
stitutions [33]. He poses questions in areas where "ad-
ditional knowledge is desperately needed," such as
whether networking improves learning, whether there
are certain demographic characteristics associated
with network use, and whether faculty are more pro-
ductive as a result of using networks. Undoubtedly,
similar questions could be applied to other types of
organizations. This study attempted to address issues
related to the use of electronic conferences by medical
information professionals.
With regard to demographic characteristics, the

users of MEDLIB-L were predominately affiliated with
academic institutions (45%) as members of large staffs
(44% at institutions with more than five professional
library staff ) in the United States (nearly 82% of re-
spondents) or countries where English is spoken pre-
dominately (10.3%). The majority had been members
of the field of medical librarianship for more than ten
years. This last fact is not surprising in light of the
recent survey of Medical Library Association (MLA)
members which revealed that 67% of MLA members
were forty years old or older and 49% had been in the
profession for more than fifteen years [34]. It is likely
that there is considerable overlap between members of
the list and members of MLA.

Likewise, there are no surprises in the other char-

acteristics. It is widely recognized that academic insti-
tutions in the U.S. have been active developers and
users of electronic networks. In fact, the National Li-
brary of Medicine has a grant program, Internet Con-
nections for Medical Institutions, which explicitly en-
courages hospitals to apply for funds to assist in pro-
viding network connections for health care workers.
Of twenty-five grants awarded in 1995, twelve went
specifically to hospitals or medical centers, and several
others were granted to smaller organizations such as
the American College of Obstetrics and Gynecology
[35]. The results of this study are also in agreement
with the study of listservs in social work, which re-
vealed that most participants of the lists were from
academic institutions [36] and that most e-mail users
in a study of librarians were from academic libraries
[37]. The predominance of participants from the Unit-
ed States and English-speaking countries can be ex-
plained by the fact that the de facto language of this
listserv group is English.
The survey questions on the length of time sub-

scribed and use of listserv features revealed that a ma-
jority of members of the list had subscribed to MED-
LIB-L for more than a year and that they had sub-
scribed continuously during that time. Although many
indicated that they had used the nomail command and
nearly one-third indicated that they were currently set
to nomail, it is apparent that many members of the list
find membership in the group to be valuable enough
to warrant continued subscription. However, that such
a high percentage were set to nomail or had used the
feature in the past suggests that there may be some
difficulties associated with continuous participation in
this list. Such difficulties may be the high volume of
message traffic on this list (an average of fifty mes-
sages on weekdays) and the perceived excess of trivial
comments and lack of relevant material as indicated in
the responses to the open-ended question. It should be
noted that since the completion of this study the
listserv managers have attempted to reduce instances
of messages that are not of broad interest to the par-
ticipants. For example, instead of posting messages
about exchanging duplicate journals to MEDLIB-L,
members are encouraged to send these requests to
BACKMED-L (listserv@sun.readmore.com), and ILL
requests are to be made on the list only as a last resort.

Related to the issue of why such a high percentage
of respondents were set to nomail is the response to
the question about the amount of items read. More
than half of the respondents read a large proportion
(41% to 100%) of the messages distributed by the
listserv. However, that fewer than 20% of respondents
claimed to read 91% to 100% of the messages indicates
that the majority of MEDLIB-L participants did not
find the entire enterprise useful and are probably fil-
tering messages that they believe to be the most rele-
vant or useful.
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Nearly 90% of respondents indicated that they read
MEDLIB-L at work. The fact that the listserv traffic is
much greater on weekdays than on weekends provides
further evidence that participation in MEDLIB-L is
probably an on-the-job activity. Looking at the cross-
tabulation between percent of messages read and time
spent at work (Figure 1), it is apparent that the ma-
jority of subscribers report to spend fewer than three
hours a week reading MEDLIB-L at work. However,
one to three hours per week could represent a signif-
icant investment of time from the work week spent on
a single conference. This is especially noteworthy
when considering the responses to the question about
participation in other listservs. Nearly one quarter of
MEDLIB-L participants reported to subscribe to more
than five other listservs and nearly half subscribe to
three to five additional lists. If the other listservs have
comparable traffic, levels of individual participation,
and are read at work, then listserv participation may
be a substantial addition to work load.

Another interesting observation from this study
comes from the responses of those claiming to read a
high percentage (91% to 100%) of the MEDLIB-L mes-
sages. Although nearly 80% report that they spend
fewer than three hours a week on MEDLIB-L, some
(16.7%) indicate that they spend less than one hour a
week participating in the list. Although it is possible
that this group is reading MEDLIB-L at home, it may
also be the case that they are either overestimating the
number of items read or underestimating the time
spent participating in the electronic conference. It is
this second option that may be interesting to explore
further. Anecdotal reports in the popular literature
[38] and on college campuses [39] discuss "Internet
addictions" wherein certain individuals may spend
excessive amounts of time in the relative comfort of
the controlled environment of the electronic network.
Often these individuals do not recognize the extent of
their involvement with the medium.

This study also explored the uses that participants
make of the listserv and the extent to which individ-
uals participate in listserv activities. Figure 2 describes
the participation of respondents in a number of activ-
ities that had been observed with some frequency on
the list. It is noteworthy that initiating and responding
to reference questions and product information are the
activities in which the most respondents have partici-
pated. It is also notable that respondents to the ques-
tionnaire reported responding to all types of activities
more often than they initiated them. Professional dis-
cussion is the third most commonly initiated and re-
sponded to activity. This contrasts with other reports
in which professional discussions were the most fre-
quent activities on the observed listservs [40, 41].

It is interesting that most listserv subscribers partic-
ipate actively in few activities with regularity (Table
1). Only asking and answering questions are per-

formed by more than 50% of respondents, and even
these activities are reported at the lowest frequency
(less than once per month). Engaging in discussions
and posting information are infrequently or never
done by most respondents. Low frequency of partici-
pation by most members appears to be in agreement
with other studies that note that most listserv activity
is dominated by relatively few participants [42, 43].
The cross-tabulation between length of experience in

the profession and the extent to which participants
perform various activities (Table 2) examines an as-
sumption that is often posited when discussing the
advantages of listservs, namely that listservs provide
novices in a field with the opportunity to interact and
gain information from experts or at least members of
the field with greater experience. In this study, the sta-
tistical analysis revealed that there is no relationship
between years of experience and asking or answering
questions or in initiating or responding to discussions.
The only case in which it appears that users with the
greatest experience participated more than novices is
in posting information to the list. That novices and
experts participate in most activities in equivalent
numbers indicates that the advantage of the listserv
may be less in novices drawing upon the wisdom of
distinguished elders and more in having a community
for searching for information and participating in open
discussions. This study did not address the effect of
other variables such as physical disabilities, gender, or
other factors that might influence participation.

This study offers a glimpse into the communication
activities on a listserv for health information profes-
sionals. It appears from their continued subscription
that many members find the list useful yet few actively
participate with regularity. The most frequently per-
formed activities were asking and answering reference
questions and discussing products and procedures.
Members with little experience in the field participate
in most activities to the same extent as members with
considerably greater experience.
These results suggest a number of additional stud-

ies. For example, a comparison of institutional support
for travel to conferences versus support for listserv ac-
tivities could be used to estimate the value of listserv
participation as a professional activity. An examina-
tion of private correspondence between subscribers
might also provide information on the extent to which
listservs influence communication flows between
members in a professional group. It would also be
worthwhile to examine the effect of additional factors
such as physical disability, gender, and geographic iso-
lation on the use of the listserv.
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APPENDIX

MEDLIB-L questionnaire

Dear MEDLIB-L subscriber*,

My name is Sonya Shooshan, and I am a graduate student in Library and Information Services at the University of Maryland.
I am conducting a descriptive survey of MEDLIB-L subscribers as part of a research project with a faculty member. You were
chosen by random systematic sample to receive a copy of this questionnaire. Please take a few minutes to fill it out, and return
to me by 24 April 1995 at shooshan@glue.umd.edu OR [postal mail address deleted]. All replies will be kept strictly confidential.
Thank you for your help.

* If you do *NOT* believe you are a MEDLIB-L subscriber, and you do not currently receive mail from MEDLIB-L, check here
and please return.
Thank you. [ ]

1. When did you join MEDLIB-L?
[ less than 3 months ago [ ] more than 1 year ago
[ 3 months-1 year ago

Have you continuously subscribed to MEDLIB-L throughout this time?
[ ] yes [ ] no

Do you currently receive MEDLIB-L messages in digest form?
[ ] yes [ ] no

Have you ever used the nomail feature of MEDLIB-L?
[ ] yes

*IF YES*, is MEDLIB-L currently set to nomail?
[ I yes

[ I no

[ I no

2. What percentage of MEDLIB-L messages do you usually *READ*?
[ ] 0-10% (almost never read) [ 1 61-90% (read most/majority of items)
[ ] 11-40% (read a few/some items) [ ] 91-100% (read all/almost all items)
[ ] 41-60% (about half of items)

3. Which of the following MEDLIB-L activities have you participated in? What is the approximate frequency for each activity?

Ask questions
Answer questions
Initiate discussion
Reply to discussion
Post information

never

[I
I ]
I I
I I
I I

less than
1/month

I I

I I

I I

[I

[I

1 /month-
1/week

I I
I I
[I
[I
[I

more than
1/week

I I

I I

I I

[I

I I

4. What have you *INITIATED* on MEDLIB-L? Check *ALL* that apply.
[ reference request [ ] discussion of professional or theoretical issues
[ ILL [ ] chat, humor, not-strictly-work communication
[ information on products/procedures [ I other (please list)

(CD-ROMs, vendors, JCAHO, etc.) [ ] none of the above
[ offer/request duplicate journals/books

What have you *RESPONDED TO* on MEDLIB-L (either to the list or individual)? Check *ALL* that apply.
[ reference request [ ] discussion of professional or theoretical issues

[ ] ILL [ ] chat, humor, not-strictly-work communication
[ ] information on products/procedures [ ] other (please list)

(CD-ROMs, vendors, JCAHO, etc.) [ ] none of the above
[ offer/request duplicate journals
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5. How much time per *WEEK* do you spend on MEDLIB-L?
work home

less than 1 hour [ ] [ ]
1-3 hours [ ] [ ]
more than 3 hours-5 hours [ ] [ ]
more than 5 hours [ ] [ ]

6. How many *OTHER* listservs do you subscribe to?
[ 0 (only MEDLIB-L) [ ] 3-5
[ 1-2 [ ] over 5

7. What is your organizational affiliation? Check only *ONE*.
[ academic health sciences library [ ] other library (please list)
[ hospital library (including VA hospitals) [ ] other health sciences setting (please list)
[ health sciences info center (corporate, [ ] other (please list)

government, non-profit)
If affiliation is *LIBRARY*, how many other *PROFESSIONAL* library staff work with you?

1 0 (only me) [ ] over 5
[ 1-5

8. What is your primary *OCCUPATION*? Check only *ONE*.
[ professional library staff [ ] health care professional (please list)
[ other library staff [ ] other (please list)

How many years of experience do you have in the *OCCUPATION* above?
[ less than 2 years [ ] more than 5 years-10 years

1 2-5 years [ ] more than 10 years
9. Please list your country of employment (or residence if unemployed or retired).

If you have comments about your utilization of MEDLIB-L, please add them below. Thank you for your time!
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